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ABSTRACT

In this thesis, the focus is on issues of identity, feminism, notions of beauty, the gendered
body, and performance. I created an alter ego Lily de L’Etoile based on the Jewish Mythology
of Lilith, to act as the performer in this work. Through the use of photography, video and
performance I explore the notion that one’s identity is formed and affected by outside factors,
such as the media, and pop culture. I look at how these outside factors affect one’s self-perception and permeate our lives. Key artists discussed in dialog with this work are Joan Jonas,
Cindy Sherman, Libby Rowe, Orlan and Yasamasa Morimura. Judith Butler’s concept of
gender performativity is addressed in the work. Ideas brought up in third wave feminism by
Naomi Wolf and Jessica Valenti are discussed in regards to feminism and beauty.

In Lady Bits, I focus on issues of identity, notions of beauty, the gendered body, and performance.
I create an alter ego: Lily de L’Etoile. She is fearless, free from restraint, self-defining and fights
for what she believes; in other words, she’s my inner bad girl. “Lily” is a derivative of Lilith1 and

de L’Etoile is French for “of the star.” Through photography, video, and performance, Lily steps
out of the traditional box women have been placed in, shifting societal standards associated with

women’s roles and defining her own notions of “Beauty.” In this shift, I reconcile my role as both
creator and creation. Lily represents that aspect in the human psyche that seeks to rebel from the

norm and break boundaries. Lady Bits highlights the ridiculous nature of outside factors that help

influence our personae and how, especially for women, the ritual of beauty has become an unending cycle we toil.

Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble and the concept of gender performativity—that someone is not a

gender but rather that someone performs a sequence of acts that signify as a gender—is the philosophical backbone of Lady Bits. For Butler, gender must be looked at as a verb rather than a noun,

a “doing” rather than a “being”. Butler made the analogy that our behavior and our performative

acts are like a “script” in that we have a limited number of acceptable “costumes” from which to
choose while creating certain gendered styles. Butler discusses these performative acts in relation
to the binary gender associations of either masculine or feminine, as society tends to define them.

She asks us to “trouble” gender, explaining that in order to skew and change traditional depictions,
we must create performative subversions. When we deviate from our conventional gender roles
we begin to deconstruct what gender means. 2

1.Lilith’s roots lie in Jewish mythology, where she was Adam’s first wife before Eve. Adam wanted Lilith to submit

to missionary style intercourse and she refused because she wanted to be on top. By defying Adam she defied God
and was banished from the Garden of Eden and was cast as the mother of all demons. Since then Lilith has become
a feminist symbol and the subject of many artworks. In 1996, musician Sarah McLachlan formed Lilith Fair, a music
festival consisting solely of female headliners out of frustrations with concert promoters and radio stations who
refused to feature two female musicians in a row.
Enid Dame, Lily Rivlin and Henny Wenkart. Which Lilith? Feminist Writers Re-create the World’ First Woman (Northvale, New Jersey, 1999)
2.Judith Butler, Gender Trouble (New York: Routlegde, 1990), 8-17.

My work plays with gender performativity. Performance shapes my belief that any person has
the right to choose who they are; a person can create himself or herself. If I choose to accept my

gender as a traditional female that is okay, just as it is okay to bend gender. In creating Lily, one

of the first things I did was to adopt a double-headed snake bracelet as a symbol of her persona.

The bracelet is seen throughout my images, videos and performance to signify Lily’s presence. The
snake was chosen for its relationship to Lilith, who has been depicted as the snake in the Adam and
Eve story of Original Sin. Snakes symbolized rebirth and fertility in ancient religions and mythology, and also represent transformation and creation.

Lily was born out of the performance video Seen & Heard, which resulted from my personal frus-

trations at not having my opinions heard and feeling viewed as only a pretty face or a mere object.
This struggle is represented through my lips literally being sealed. Breaking through the seal al-

lows me to break norms. Film theorist Laura Mulvey wrote “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”
in 1973, which examined women’s traditionally passive roles in film: how women are presented as

objects from which the male viewer can voyeuristically receive pleasure. A major theme in Visual
Pleasure is the idea of “the gaze.” First introduced by Jacques Lacan, the gaze denotes the anxiety

we feel when we are aware of being watched. Mulvey called for a deconstruction of film to free
women from their roles as sexual objects. In order for women to be equal to men, she writes, sex-

ual objectification must be eliminated.1 As the subject and the creator of my work, I challenge the

power of the gaze staring back at the viewer, disrupting the viewer/viewed relationship. Through
the grotesque act of breaking through the sealed mouth, anxiety is placed on the viewer as the
object transforms into a heroine–Lily–freeing herself from restrictions.

1

Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and the Narrative Cinema” Film Theory and Criticism: Introductory Readings, edited by Leo Braudy and Marshall Cohen (New York: Oxford UP, 1999), 833-44.

The conceptual thread from Seen & Heard is carried to the piece Nine Shades, in which nine dif-

ferent characters perform virtually the same gendered act of applying makeup, each responding
differently while gazing back at the viewer. Some of the characters perform the traditional role

of women as objects, while others confront what the viewer sees and feels. In Naomi Wolf’s The
Beauty Myth, she discusses the idea of the “Iron Maiden,” an unattainable standard of beauty that

the beauty and fashion industries use to exploit women. As a leading spokeswoman of Third-Wave
feminism, Wolf states that women need to be aware of the beauty myth but ultimately have the
right to choose to do whatever they want to with their faces and bodies without being devalued. Jessica Valenti is also a leading Third Wave feminist, reaching out to the younger generation

through the blog Feministing.com, founded in 2004. In Full Frontal Feminism (2007), she addresses the issue of being a feminist while still liking make-up; women must be aware of the effect the
beauty industry has on themselves and others, but can also wear make up if they enjoy it.

In the photographic series Lily’s Celebrity Portraits of Herstorical Figures, Lily appears throughout

the images, drawing from pop culture and film to examine famous women through history. Art-

ists have long played with these subjects, in the 1960s, Andy Warhol and other Pop artists raised
similar issues. Pop culture and celebrities are highly influential in contemporary society and also
in my work. Celebrities are our present-day idols; we worship them, exploit their lives for enter-

tainment, and they become role models to our young. My images are multi-layered; Lily performs
as both that celebrity and the historic figure, yet maintains her identity by continually wearing her
snake bracelet in each image.

I bring in visual elements that represent all the different personas depicted in the images. In Lily/

Helen/ Elizabeth Lily becomes both actress Dame Helen Mirren and Queen Elizabeth II. The 2008
photograph of Helen Mirren in a bikini, which was a huge media sensation, is seen in the background as a painting. Lily also wears the Queen’s signature pearls.

In Lily/Salma/Frida Lily takes on the voluptuous actress Salma Hayek’s portrayal of artist Frida

Kahlo. With two Fridas present in the image—one as the figure and one in the painting—there is

a reference to Kahlo’s famous self-portrait Two Fridas (1939). In Lily/Claire/Temple Lily becomes
famed animal researcher and autistic spokesperson Temple Grandin as portrayed by Claire Danes.
Lily takes on Danes’s expressive cry face, which became a meme sensation in 2012. To indicate

Temple, I have included her signature neckerchief, and have posed her with a horse to reference
Temple’s importance in animal science.

Lily vamps in Angelina Jolie’s infamous leg pose from the 2012 Oscars® in Lily/Angelina/Gia while
strutting her stuff on the runway as 1980s supermodel Gia Carangi. Track marks on her arm rep-

resent Carangi’s heroin addiction, as well as Jolie’s rumored drug use. In the decadent Lily/Kiki/
Marie, Lily stars in her own version of Marie Antoinette, the film in which actress Kirsten Dunst
plays the famed French queen. The image features Dunst’s unfixed teeth, which the media criti-

cized with regard to her casting. Lily/LiLo/Liz/Cleo is the most “meta” of all the images, where
Lily performs two different actresses, Lindsay Lohan and Liz Taylor, both portraying Cleopatra’s
suicide and referencing the Lifetime TV movie in which Lohan plays Taylor. The image includes

Lohan’s ankle monitor, referencing her continued legal trouble and Taylor’s famous violet eyes,
signature liner and beauty mark.

Lily’s Celebrity Portraits of Herstorical Figures is constructed entirely of fabricated images, a fanta-

sy world for Lily to simultaneously embody many persons. The final images are constructed from

found magazines and online photographs, and are layered with shots of Lily taken in my home
studio. The images are constructed with a formal composition similar to a drawing or painting. I
also have considered the frames: Each of the images has a stylized frame that corresponds to that
character’s personality, which reinforces the ideas of individuality, freedom, and personal style.

The final element of Lady Bits was “The Most Important Part of Any Event is Getting Ready for It,” my

live performance during the exhibition opening. The set for the performance is called the Mirror
Stage, referencing Lacan and his concept of “the gaze.” The Mirror Stage represents the point when
we become aware of our physical body. I placed the stage in the center of the room to become more
confrontational and to create a space where viewers were forced to encounter me. I performed as

Lily, allowing myself to be unencumbered by traditional standards. Lily allowed me to choose who

I wanted to become. I paid homage to feminist performance artists who would confront the viewer
during performance such as Carolee Schneemann, Janine Antoni, Marina Abramovic and Annie

Sprinkle. The performative act is a woman getting ready to go out by doing her hair and makeup—or in Butler’s words, choosing her costume. The performance becomes about how people

responded to me as Lily, in this space. The viewers either did not know how to react to me or they
simply observed my behavior. Some people even questioned whether I was a model, or the artist
herself, while others dared to engage me while I performing.

Gender, identity, and beauty are all part of our fluid, chameleon-like selves. Like Butler’s concept of

gender, who we are—what makes us the same or unique—is a matter of choice; a matter of which
mask or costume we choose to wear on a daily basis. To this end, Lady Bits is about performance
and performativity. My various “lady bits” come together to examine the fundamental nature of

this concept, and how women come together in performance on a daily basis. Though the piece is
primarily focused on women and their experiences with performativity, the overall concept can
be applied to people of any gender, sex, or sexual orientation. Performance allows my audience to

view a process of identity selection. The photographs then show the final product of that process,
with personal, historic and celebrity influences included. Lily, my alter ego, acts as the personal

influence to the final result: the idea that a perfect version of one’s self exists, and that this perfect

version is often a buffer to the flawed individual that resides within. With these various components, I have explored the notion that one’s identity is formed and affected by many factors from

the world around us, but also from the world within us. Ultimately, the decision is left for the individual; it is not a decision that is made all at once, but a fierce struggle that rages indefinitely.

									Tina Starr
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